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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to describe and chart three key and underpinning dimensions of 
Information Systems (IS) research in three ‘flagship’ journals of three continents, over a period of 
nine years. The dimensions are: research domain, research paradigm, and research setting and they 
comprise respectively, ‘the what’, ‘the how’, and ‘the where’ of research.  The paper contributes to 
the debate on research diversity in Information Systems in three ways. Firstly, it provides a view of 
‘research domain’ that is at a semantically higher level than previous schemas examining the ‘what’ 
of research. This view reveals deep structural trends within the IS literature. Secondly, it details the 
results of a content analysis which examined research domain, research paradigm, and research 
setting within the journals MIS Quarterly (MISQ), European Journal of Information Systems (EJIS) 
and the Australasian Journal of Information Systems (AJIS) during the years 2001-2009. Lastly, the 
study compares the publication trends across the three continents and identifies an emerging, if 
tentative convergence across the Atlantic and to some extent in Australia.  The paper suggests some 
reasons for this convergence and some avenues to explore it. 
 
Keywords: research pluralism, journal content analysis, research methods, discipline reflection. 
1 Introduction 
Since the inception of the Information Systems (IS) discipline, scholars have questioned and debated 
the nature of IS research: what we study, how we study it and the changes to that study over time 
(Avison and Fitzgerald, 1991).  Moreover, while we have been discussing the field, the use of 
computers and IT in the world has changed dramatically. Computing and information systems is no 
longer the preserve of business and the laboratory but is almost a routine and sometimes compulsive 
routine of the citizen.  It is a moot point, however, as to whether Information Systems as a discipline 
has followed these changes from business and laboratory to „eSociety‟ or indeed „eEverything‟.  Has 
the focus of IS research study changed to reflect these broader changes, or does it remain essentially 
concerned with the application of technology in the business setting?  Is IS essentially about the 
development of more effective and efficient information systems for business applications or has it 
followed the computer out into the social world?  This was the genesis of this paper.  Has the 
discipline followed this move? 
A second major question in the discipline has been the extent to which „methodological pluralism‟ 
prevails in Information Systems.  That is to say, whether or not the discipline reflects the diversity of 
approaches of its base disciplines in underpinning methodological theory of what constitutes valid 
empirical research and its object of study.  This forms the „how‟ of research. In contrast to research 
focus, the area of research methodology has been well developed in the research literature, largely as a 
result of interpretivist scholars critiquing what was seen as a positivist hegemony over publication. 
Finally, the third dimension of the Information Systems concerns the „where‟ of research; the research 
setting.  Research setting is related to the research domain and concerns the location of the empirical 
observation.  This might be in a business setting, a research laboratory or university or with a select 
group of the general public outside of these settings.  
For this study, we attempt to measure change in what is published though charting the change to these 
three central characteristics of what constitutes IS research: research domain; methodological 
approach or research paradigm; and research setting. This comprises the what, how and where of IS 
research. To this end, we selected three English language journals of general Information Systems 
across three continents that were arguably, although not definitively, the flagships for each respective 
continent: MIS Quarterly (MISQ) in North America, the European Journal of Information Systems 
(EJIS) in Europe, and the Australasian Journal of Information Systems (AJIS) in Australasia.  A nine 
year period 2001-2009 was chosen to reflect changes to IS following the widespread adoption of the 
Internet and the emergence of social networking and mobile computing.  Comparing the three journals 
we would be able to view changes across the discipline and compare trends across the continents.   
To accomplish these aims, the paper is organised as follows. Firstly, we review previous studies aimed 
at understanding pluralism in IS research. This currently forms the bulk of the studies that attempt to 
describe changes in IS research.  Next we explain the coding schema we developed to capture key 
characteristics of research domain, setting and paradigm, and explain the method we used to code the 
three journals.  We then present and discuss our findings.  We conclude with a reflection on pluralism 
within the journals and discuss possible drivers and inhibiters of change in IS publications.  
2 The dimensions of the IS field 
Information Systems has a tradition of self-reflection (Palvia, Leary, Mao, Midha, Pinjani and Salam, 
2004; Vessey, Ramesh and Glass, 2002 ).  This tradition includes research and debate on the 
desirability of diversity within the discipline, an area that has attracted considerable attention 
(Benbasat and Weber, 1996; Robey, 1996).  Over the past twenty-odd years, many publication content 
and citation analyses have been undertaken with a variety of aims, including determining diversity and 
change within the discipline.  The content analyses themselves have shown considerable diversity.  
There have been single journal studies (see for example Avison, Dwivedi, Fitzgerald and Powell, 
2008) and multiple journals studies.  These have been either all North American (see for example 
Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991) or a mix of European and North American (for example Chen and 
Hirschheim, 2004). These latter studies have added evidence to the view that there exists striking 
differences between the two continents (Galliers and Whitley, 2007; Gallivan and Benbunan-Fich, 
2007). Specifically, North American journals are seen as more methodologically conservative, leaning 
heavily to positivist paradigms and favouring quantitative and survey methods. European journals on 
the other hand are more likely to favour new approaches most notably interpretive approaches, case 
studies and qualitative work. To date, no Australian journal content analyses have been conducted 
although the nature of IS research in Australia has been discussed in the literature (see for example 
Gregor, Bunker, Cecez-Kecmanovic, Metcalfe and Underwood, 2007).  
Studies have also differed in purpose and scope. For instance, some studies have concentrated on 
ascertaining the intellectual identity of the discipline by examining topics, theories and reference 
disciplines (see for example Culnan, 1987; Sidorova, Evangelopoulos, Valacich and Ramakrishnan, 
2008).  Other studies have focused on profiling aspects of diversity such as research design, methods 
used, and measures of author productivity (see for eg. Dwivedi and Kuljis, 2008; Palvia, Pinjani and 
Sibley, 2007). However, it is fair to say that less attention has been paid to research paradigms and 
methodologies than to other measures of diversity (Chen and Hirschheim, 2004).  Researchers have 
also commented on change in the discipline with some seeing evidence of a maturing field as 
evidenced by less theory development, more empirical work, and survey work moving from 
descriptive to explanatory (see for example Avison et al., 2008; Chen and Hirschheim, 2004; Grover, 
Lee and Durand, 1993). However, others have argued that despite calls for more pluralism, especially 
paradigmatically and methodologically, IS has made little progress since Orlikowski and Baroudi 
(1991) called attention to the domination of positivist approaches in North America (Chen and 
Hirschheim, 2004).  
Benbasat and Weber (1996) define diversity in IS research is being characterised by three types of 
diversity: diversity in the problems addressed; diversity in the theoretical foundations and reference 
disciplines used to account for IS phenomena; and diversity in the methods used to collect, analyze, 
and interpret data.  Others such as Galliers and Meadows (2003) have also identified diversity of 
authorship, citations and journals.   
Most researchers have examined diversity of problems addressed (Benbasat and Weber, 1996) by 
analysing the topics of research  (see for eg. Banker and Kauffman, 2004; Galliers and Whitley, 2007; 
Palvia et al., 2004; Palvia et al., 2007). Previous studies have investigated IS topics using a variety of 
categorical schemes, some fine-grained (see for example Barki, Rivard and Talbot, 1993; Palvia et al., 
2007) and some at higher levels of abstraction. Sidorova et al. (2008) for instance, identify just five 
core research areas (information technology and organisations, IS development, IT and individuals, IT 
and markets, IT and groups). They argue that these core areas have remained quite stable over the past 
20 odd years to 2006 but themes within these areas have moved from a focus on technical 
development to “the social context in which information technologies are designed and used”.   
The problem is that how we identify and define a phenomenon limits what we will discover about that 
phenomenon (Sansone, Morf and Panter, 2004:6) and while previous topic analyses have provided a 
surface picture of topics they have not revealed the deeper values or beliefs that “circumscribe 
definitions of „worthwhile problems‟” (Chua, 1986:602).  For example, while Siderova et al.‟s (2008) 
work provides a description of the movement from the technical to the social it does not develop our 
understanding of the IS research domain past “IT and …” as more and more situations are added 
where IT plays a role. We contend that what is needed is a view of research domain that is at a higher 
semantic level than previous topic category schemas.  
To this end we have developed the concept of research domain.  Considering the IS field, there appear 
to be three basic dimensions to the domain.  First, there is the business domain, where IS is a 
handmaiden of business, identifying competitive advantage and operational effectiveness (Porter, 
2001) of IT and IS systems and their management.  More generally, this business dimension, which 
may include government business and provision of services can be seen as an instrumental dimension: 
Information Systems research is a means to more efficient business and organisational ends.  The 
second dimension concerns the development of technical efficacy and innovation.  Here the concern is 
not with instrumentality but with technical development, irrespective of its application.  This domain 
is concerned with the design and development of the IS artefact. Finally, the third and emerging 
dimension concerns the use of ICT by society, reflecting the fact that ICT has broken through the 
walls of business and the laboratory. Following our pilot content analysis, „education‟, „disciplinary 
reflection‟ and „other‟ were included.  Disciplinary reflection, such as this study, may be categorised 
as a form of „meta-information system‟ while „education‟ and „other‟ were included largely for 
pragmatic reasons.   
Research domain is enriched when research setting is also considered.  Research setting simply refers 
to the location of the study, whether it is in a business, a laboratory or a social setting.  It provides an 
indication of the locus of study.  Our final descriptive variable is research methodology or research 
paradigm.  This variable has received attention in the literature, particularly with respect to 
methodological pluralism but not in the Australian context. 
Our study was to chart the changes of these three dimensions of research domain, research 
methodology and research settings.   To do so, it was decided to focus on what was being published 
rather than what was being argued for or against.  What is published defines the academic discipline. 
As Siderova et al (2008:469) have observed “the body of published IS research can be considered to 
be the stakeholders’ reflection on the IS field identity” (emphasis in original).  This is further 
supported by Benbasat and Zmud (2003), who see what IS researches and thus publishes as signalling 
its intellectual core. 
3 Research Procedure 
In this study, we examined all research articles in MISQ, EJIS and AJIS from 2001 to 2009.  
Following Dwivedi & Kuljis (2008) and Gallivan & Benbunan-Fich (2007) we excluded editorials, 
guest editorials and book reviews.  We also excluded short responses to research articles on the basis 
that these are more akin to editorials than full research papers, being typically only a few pages in 
length.    
We employed and trained two research assistants who had cataloguing and taxonomic experience as 
librarians to code the articles. We developed a ten page coding manual to provide detailed descriptions 
of the types of paper we expected to see in each category.  These are explained next. 
3.1 Research domain 
In analysing articles for research domain we were interested in the underlying focus of the research 
rather than the topic, although in some cases there was an overlap of these constructs.  For instance, e-
commerce articles, while sharing the same topic, could have very different domains.  In coding for 
research domain, articles were examined for the main focus or intent, and each article was coded as 
one of the following. 
 Social: The principal aim of these studies is to examine the use and consequences of ICT in society 
and people‟s relationship to technology.  Studies with a social focus may aim to answer questions 
such as „how do people work with IS/IT?‟ Or, „what is the impact or effect of IS/IT on people or 
societies?‟ Some examples of indicative topics include: technology acceptance and perception, 
status of women in IT, cross cultural software production and use. 
 Instrumental: The principal research aim of these studies is to increase business efficiency, 
effectiveness, security and risk minimisation or other outcomes in business and business 
organisations.  It is about making work and information systems more efficient – better 
management, better monitoring, better systems to „get the job done‟.  This includes the use of ICT 
to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of the State, business or service.  
 Technical: The principal research aim of technical studies is to design and develop an IS artefact or 
to test a theoretical construct, practical model or algorithm where the context and application is 
largely irrelevant. Technical refers to the primary interest of systems information artefacts or 
processing where people or business is incidental to the process.  Example of „technical‟ topics 
include IS development, methods, and tools, databases, networks/telecommunications, hardware, 
security and Internet/computer based communication systems if technically focused.  
 Education: The focus here is on studies covering some aspect of IS/IT education.  This may include 
the examination or evaluation of ICT on education.  
 Discipline reflection: Discipline reflection covers those articles that aimed to reflect on aspects of 
the current state, progress, or future of the discipline.   
 Other: This category was used when the main focus of the article could not be identified as any of 
the above.  Some examples of articles placed in this category include: thinking styles in science, 
international Information Systems security standards, standardizing and scaling in Health IS and 
organisational identity & boundary objects. 
All articles, whether empirical or non-empirical were coded for research domain. 
3.2 Research setting 
Empirical articles were also coded for research setting or location.  Here we aimed to understand the 
context of the study.  This was operationalised as determining where the study participants or 
representatives were from.  This dimension required less interpretation than research domain as most 
authors declared the study context.  Categories in this dimension include the following:  
 Large business  
 Small/Medium Enterprise 
 Government agency 
 Mixed studies e.g. government agency and 
business, or large business and SME 
 Not-for-profit/Community or local setting 
 University/educational setting 
 General public 
 Other 
 Not applicable e.g. content analyses  
3.3 Research paradigm 
While there exists considerable debate on the differences and subtleties of the various paradigms we 
take positivism to be the view that nomothetic laws underpin and explain human behaviour and these 
laws can best be identified through objective methods that attempt to avoid the views of the 
researchers and subjects that might bias the results.  Interpretivists on the other hand argue that 
humans act according to their understandings of the world, not according to some underpinning law.  
The key task of the interpretivist is to identify and tease out what these often contradictory, complex 
and contextual understandings are.  Postmodernists question not only the objective nature of our social 
world but apply their scepticism to the ontological status of human agent.  For them the human agent 
is not in itself a coherent subjectivity but is itself constructed.  Underpinning critical theory is the view 
expressed by Marx that the point of research is not to understand the world but to change it (Marx, 
1977). For practical purposes we also included a neutral category for the rare study that attempts to 
survey the academic field and draws on all these perspectives. Our coders were therefore instructed to 
code each paper using the following guide: 
 Positivist: Often identified by the presence of hypothesis testing, deductive reasoning, variables, 
causal relationships and the use of quantitative methods especially inferences drawn from samples 
to populations. We also followed Owlikowski and Baroudi‟s (1991) lead and included 'descriptive' 
papers where researchers present what they believe are objective or factual accounts of events. 
These 'descriptive' studies sometimes contained case studies and simple descriptive statistics.  
 Interpretive: In these studies, participants‟ perspectives are used as the primary source of 
understanding of phenomena. The researcher is principally trying to discover the participants 
understanding of the phenomena and the meanings attached to these understandings and the actions 
they take as a consequence.  Also phenomena are examined with respect to cultural or contextual 
circumstances.  Interpretive studies are principally qualitative but some quantitative material may 
be presented. 
 Critical: These studies take a critical stance towards the status-quo, often look at issues of 
inequality (e.g. unequal or unfair outcomes) and power and have a perspective of underpinning 
structural conflict between social agents.  
 Postmodern: Postmodern studies not only question the objective nature of our social world but the 
ontological status of the human agent.  That is, postmodernists believe truth, totality (society) and 
the human subject to be fabrications or social constructions and the key focus of the postmodern 
study is to disclose this fabrication.    
3.4 Coding procedure 
In addition to the coding manual we also developed an Excel template to facilitate coding and asked 
both our research assistants to code eighteen randomly selected papers - six papers from each journal. 
Coders read the keywords and abstract of each paper and skimmed the introduction, conclusions, 
method section and references of each paper.  Some articles however did require more extensive 
reading. We also coded the same selection of papers and then compared results to identify areas of 
disagreement.  Some discrepancies were due to different interpretations of terms used in the coding 
manual and some highlighted shortcomings of the coding schema.  Differences in initial coding 
decisions were resolved and we updated the coding manual and amended categories as appropriate.  
Our research assistants worked closely with each other to code the remaining articles, checking with 
us when in doubt.  Minor amendments to the coding manual were made as necessary.  
Data were imported from Excel into SPSS for data analysis.  Since we coded all research articles from 
the three journals during the period 2001 to 2009 we considered the data to be population data and 
analysed it using descriptive statistics.  
4 Findings 
We organise the findings around the three dimensions of research pluralism we are investigating: 
research domain, research setting and research paradigm.  To facilitate the flow of discussion, 
percentages are rounded to the nearest percentage point but the tables show exact figures.  
4.1 Research Domain 
Table 1 shows that over the study period, instrumental studies made up the largest group accounting 
for 47% of papers, with MISQ publishing a larger proportion (59%) than the other two journals (both 
42%). Papers with a social focus were the next largest group at 36% overall.  EJIS published more 
socially focused papers (44%) than the other two journals which were around 30% each. Overall, 
research focused on discipline reflection accounted for 9% of papers, while technically focused papers 
accounted for 7%.  AJIS published a higher proportion of discipline refection papers than the other 
two journals, and also more technically focused research.  MISQ published significantly fewer 
technical papers than the other two journals during the study period. 
Looking at trends over time, Table 1 shows that overall instrumental papers follow a downward trend 
from 50% (2001-2003) to 49% (2004-2006) to 42% (2007-2009). Social papers on the other hand have 
steadily increased from 32% (2001-2003) to 35% (2004-2006) to 41% (2007-2009). This suggests that 
the discipline, at least as reflected by these mainstream journals, is „following the computer out of 
business‟. Over the study period, discipline reflection papers have trended upwards while technical 
papers have trended downward.   
AJIS EJIS MISQ 2001-2003 2004-2006 2007-2009
Count 26 21 18 10 30 25 65
% within Journal 11.2% 7.3% 8.6% 4.9% 11.3% 9.7% 8.9%
Count 5 2 1 2 1 5 8
% within Journal 2.1% .7% .5% 1.0% .4% 1.9% 1.1%
Count 98 120 124 104 131 107 342
% within Journal 42.1% 42.0% 59.0% 50.5% 49.2% 41.6% 46.9%
Count 74 126 63 66 92 105 263
% within Journal 31.8% 44.1% 30.0% 32.0% 34.6% 40.9% 36.1%
Count 30 17 4 24 12 15 51
% within Journal 12.9% 5.9% 1.9% 11.7% 4.5% 5.8% 7.0%
Count 233 286 210 206 266 257 729
% within Journal 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total
Period
Total
Domain
Journal
Discipline 
reflection
Educational
Instrumental
Social
Technical
 
Table 1: Research domain overall and by journal (excludes 7 articles coded as ‘Other’) 
We also analysed each journal to see if individually they followed the same trends (Table 2).  Within 
MISQ however, instrumental and social papers showed dramatic changes only in the last study period 
(2007-2009). Specifically, instrumental papers fell from an overall average of around 70% during 
2001 to 2006 to 40% in the last period. On the other hand, social papers increased from an overall 
average of around 20% during 2001 to 2006 to an average of 45% during 2007-2009 (see Table 2). 
EJIS, while publishing more socially focused papers and fewer instrumental papers than MISQ 
overall, did not exhibit any straight line trends (see Table 2). However, instrumental studies overall 
trended down from a peak of 56% in 2001-2003 to 40% in 2007-2009.   
2001-
2003
2004-
2006
2007-
2009
2001-
2003
2004-
2006
2007-
2009
2001-
2003
2004-
2006
2007-
2009
5 3 10 18 4 9 8 21 1 18 7 26
10.9% 3.9% 11.5% 8.6% 6.8% 9.2% 6.2% 7.3% 1.0% 19.8% 17.1% 11.2%
1 0 0 1 0 0 2 2 1 1 3 5
2.2% .0% .0% .5% .0% .0% 1.6% .7% 1.0% 1.1% 7.3% 2.1%
29 60 35 124 33 35 52 120 42 36 20 98
63.0% 77.9% 40.2% 59.0% 55.9% 35.7% 40.3% 42.0% 41.6% 39.6% 48.8% 42.1%
11 13 39 63 18 51 57 126 37 28 9 74
23.9% 16.9% 44.8% 30.0% 30.5% 52.0% 44.2% 44.1% 36.6% 30.8% 22.0% 31.8%
0 1 3 4 4 3 10 17 20 8 2 30
.0% 1.3% 3.4% 1.9% 6.8% 3.1% 7.8% 5.9% 19.8% 8.8% 4.9% 12.9%
46 77 87 210 59 98 129 286 101 91 41 233
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
AJIS
Period
Total
Total
EJIS
Period
Total
MISQ
Domain
Period
Total
Discipline reflection
Educational
Instrumental
Social
Technical
 
Table 2: Trends of research domain within journal 
EJIS published more social papers in 2007-2009 (44%) than it did in 2001-2003 (31%) but less than 
the peak of 52% during 2004-2006.  Going against the trends of MISQ and EJIS, AJIS published 
fewer social papers over time; down from 37% (2001-2003) to just 22% during 2007-2009 (see Table 
2). In addition, it published more instrumental papers from an average of around 40% during 2001-
2006 to 49% during 2007-2009. The other obvious trends in AJIS are the decline in technical papers 
(20% to 5%) and a growth in disciplinary focus papers. 
4.2 Research setting 
Research setting refers to the context in which empirical research is conducted.  Overall, we found that 
25% of empirical studies were set in large business (see Table 3).  However, there appears to be 
considerable difference between the journals. EJIS published 34% of studies which were set in large 
business while for MISQ the figure was 20% and AJIS it was 16%.    
AJIS EJIS MISQ
2001-
2003
2004-
2006
2007-
2009
Count 10 12 22 4 21 19 44
% within Journal 9.3% 5.4% 14.6% 3.6% 11.1% 10.6% 9.2%
Count 6 17 8 4 11 16 31
% within Journal 5.6% 7.7% 5.3% 3.6% 5.8% 8.9% 6.5%
Count 13 20 6 12 15 12 39
% within Journal 12.0% 9.0% 4.0% 10.8% 7.9% 6.7% 8.1%
Count 27 32 34 20 35 38 93
% within Journal 25.0% 14.5% 22.5% 18.0% 18.5% 21.1% 19.4%
Count 17 74 30 17 55 49 121
% within Journal 15.7% 33.5% 19.9% 15.3% 29.1% 27.2% 25.2%
Count 28 20 12 29 17 14 60
% within Journal 25.9% 9.0% 7.9% 26.1% 9.0% 7.8% 12.5%
Count 7 46 39 25 35 32 92
% within Journal 6.5% 20.8% 25.8% 22.5% 18.5% 17.8% 19.2%
Count 108 221 151 111 189 180 480
% within Journal 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
SME
University
Total
Total
General public
Government agency
Large business
Mixed
NFP/Community
Research setting
Journal Period
 
Table 3: Research setting overall by journal and period (excludes 57 ‘Not Applicable’ and 29 ‘Other’ 
papers). 
However, most of the „mixed‟ studies, which accounted for 19% of studies overall, also included a 
large business (either large business and SME, or large business and government department). MISQ 
published 26% of these mixed studies, EJIS 20% and AJIS only 6%. Small/medium enterprises 
(SMEs) were the setting of only 13% of studies overall with a large difference between AJIS (26%) 
and the other two journals (EJIS 9% and MISQ at 8%).  Taken together, business settings dominate 
the publications.  In contrast, research set in government agencies, not-for-profit/community and the 
general public account for 24% of publications overall. 
University based studies was the second largest group with 20% of studies overall. This may be 
because of the convenience factor; researchers often use student cohorts for data collection purposes 
and universities also provide venues for lab studies. However, there were differences between the 
journals.  EJIS published less research set in universities (15%) compared to AJIS (25%) and MISQ 
(23%).  We were also interested in understanding how study setting had changed overtime.  The only 
noteworthy trends are those involving large business and SME settings.  Both these settings show 
considerable difference between the first period (2001-2003) and the last two time periods (2004-
2009). During 2001-2003, studies set in large business accounted for only 15% of studies overall but 
in by 2007-2009 the figure is 27%.  Similarly, during 2001-2003 SMEs make up 26% of studies but by 
2007-2009 the figure is only 8% (see Table 3).   
4.3 Research paradigm 
If Information Systems is to claim research pluralism we would expect to see a good mix of papers 
using critical, interpretivist, positivist and postmodern paradigms within its journals. However, Table 4 
shows overall, positivist approaches at 60% still dominate while interpretivist studies make up 31% 
overall.  Critical and postmodern studies have made hardly any inroads.  Notably MISQ published no 
critical papers during the study period. 
 
AJIS EJIS MISQ 2001-2003 2004-2006 2007-2009
Count 8 10 0 10 4 4 18
% within Journal 3.4% 3.5% .0% 4.8% 1.5% 1.5% 2.4%
Count 79 126 26 64 100 67 231
% within Journal 33.5% 43.6% 12.3% 30.8% 37.5% 25.7% 31.4%
Count 20 9 11 14 18 8 40
% within Journal 8.5% 3.1% 5.2% 6.7% 6.7% 3.1% 5.4%
Count 127 143 173 117 145 181 443
% within Journal 53.8% 49.5% 82.0% 56.3% 54.3% 69.3% 60.2%
Count 2 1 1 3 0 1 4
% within Journal .8% .3% .5% 1.4% .0% .4% .5%
Count 236 289 211 208 267 261 736
% within Journal 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Interpretivist
Neutral
Positivist
Postmodern
Total
Period
Total
Paradigm
Journal
Critical
 
Table 4: Paradigm by journal and period 
No straight-line trends are obvious over the nine year period but Table 4 shows that during the last 
three-year period, overall positivism has surged upward while interpretive research has declined.  
Analysing the results by journal however shows that most of the change has occurred in EJIS and 
AJIS. AJIS averaged about 50% positivist research over the first two periods but this increased to over 
70% in the last period (see Table 5).  Although the trend was not as constant as in AJIS, positivist 
studies published in EJIS increased from 36% in 2004-2006 to 61% in the last period.  There was a 
corresponding large fall in interpretivist studies in EJIS over the same periods (58% to 34%).   
2001-
2003
2004-
2006
2007-
2009
2001-
2003
2004-
2006
2007-
2009
2001-
2003
2004-
2006
2007-
2009
0 0 0 0 4 3 3 10 6 1 1 8
.0% .0% .0% .0% 6.8% 3.1% 2.3% 3.5% 5.8% 1.1% 2.4% 3.4%
5 9 12 26 24 57 45 126 35 34 10 79
10.9% 11.5% 13.8% 12.3% 40.7% 58.2% 34.1% 43.6% 34.0% 37.4% 23.8% 33.5%
3 5 3 11 2 3 4 9 9 10 1 20
6.5% 6.4% 3.4% 5.2% 3.4% 3.1% 3.0% 3.1% 8.7% 11.0% 2.4% 8.5%
38 64 71 173 28 35 80 143 51 46 30 127
82.6% 82.1% 81.6% 82.0% 47.5% 35.7% 60.6% 49.5% 49.5% 50.5% 71.4% 53.8%
0 0 1 1 1 0 0 1 2 0 0 2
.0% .0% 1.1% .5% 1.7% .0% .0% .3% 1.9% .0% .0% .8%
46 78 87 211 59 98 132 289 103 91 42 236
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total
AJIS
Period
Total
Postmodern
EJIS
Period
Total
MISQ
Paradigm
Period
Total
Critical
Interpretivist
Neutral
Positivist
 
Table 5: Paradigm trends by journal 
5 Discussion 
In the introduction we posed the question of whether, what is studied in IS has followed changes of 
information systems use from business and laboratory to „eSociety‟.  We looked at this question by 
examining both research domain and research setting.  Overall, we found that the flagship journals 
studied are increasingly publishing articles with a social focus although there has been considerable 
fluctuation over time and within journals. 
In terms of research setting, business overall comprises the largest grouping with around one third of 
articles being concerned with large or small business.  If „mixed‟ setting is included, a category that 
comprises largely of mixed business (small, large and/or government agencies) then the number 
concerned with business is around 50%.  Over the nine-year period, the major change was studies set 
in large business increased by 10% and SME studies declined by 18% (see Table 3).  
With respect to research paradigms, we see that there has been an increase in positivist studies over 
the nine-year period from well over 50% in 2001-2003 to nearly 70% in 2007-2009.  Interpretivism 
fell over this period while critical and postmodern methodologies remain significantly underutilised in 
Information Systems.   
Looking at the journals across the three continents, it would appear that MISQ and EJIS are beginning 
to converge in terms of research domain, with a very similar profile in the 2007-2009 period (see 
Table 2).  Only the AJIS profile was dissimilar with more disciplinary reflection and a greater 
proportion of instrumental studies.  Changes in research settings are more difficult to summarise and 
were more volatile across the years.  The one clear trend was a decline in SME settings across all three 
journals.  This is concerning given that SMEs typically represent the most important business 
grouping of a national economy. 
Finally, while there has been some movement in research paradigm, positivism is dominant in MISQ 
and AJIS and there appears to have been a decline in interpretivism in EJIS and a corresponding 
increase in positivism in the past three years.  The three „flagships‟ journals show some movement in 
the discipline towards studying the social dimension of IS, but the dominant research practices as 
published are positivist, instrumental and in a business setting that has eschewed small business and is 
increasingly looking at large business. 
A nine-year period may be too small a time frame to identify large-scale changes in publishing trends.  
However, the small nature of the changes across the three dimensions was surprising given the scale of 
change in eSociety.  A second surprise was that EJIS, often identified as one of the most diverse and 
progressive IS publications (Wilcocks, Whitley and Avgerou, 2008), appears to be moving towards 
positivism, instrumentalism and big business and if anything beginning to converge with the profile of 
MISQ.  One explanation for the convergence of research domain and the movement towards the North 
American positivist position may be that North American scholars are increasingly targeting EJIS.  If 
so, this is a form of ongoing academic globalisation. 
Our findings partly contradict the study by Dwivedi and Kuljis (2008). Their study examined all 
papers published in EJIS from 1997 to 2007 and they found lower proportions of positivist papers 
(34%) and higher levels of interpretivist papers (65%).   Part of the explanation for the difference in 
our findings may be that positivism has increased in the period 2007-2009 which was not analysed by 
Dwivedi and Kuljis.   It may also reflect differences in coding and the types of articles included for 
analysis. As Dwivedi & Kuljis (2008) did not include details of their coding scheme in their paper it is 
difficult to know if they viewed paradigm in the same way we did.  Coding descriptive studies is 
particularly difficult and requires a clear knowledge of the underpinning methodological theory. 
Given the enormous changes in the landscape of technology use and methodological debate that has 
occurred over the past decade we would expect to see more consistent trends towards research in the 
social domain and towards research pluralism.  That this has not occurred is puzzling.   
A possible explanation of this stasis is increasing government attempts to measure research quality and 
productivity (Özbilgin, 2009) that translate into university policies which pressure academics to 
increase research outputs.  It seems likely that there will be the tendency for academics to engage in 
research that is „safe‟, much as the experienced PhD supervisor may advise a PhD candidate.  Namely, 
the academic may give him or herself the same advice and pursue orthodox mainstream research that 
is sure to yield results and be published in a government ranked journal or faculty listing (Adams and 
Johnson, 2008; Wilcocks et al., 2008).  This may be reinforced by the natural proclivity of flagship 
journals, which are by definition at the centre of the discipline, to be more rather than less 
conservative in the discipline: to publish in the top journals is to research what the top journals 
publish.  Powell and Woerndl (2008) have suggested that SME research has declined in response to 
these pressures.  Additionally, background and research training of scholars also acts as a restraining 
force to various types of diversity in IS research.  If the top journals favoured critical and postmodern 
perspectives, how many IS researchers could attempt these types of studies?  
6 Conclusion 
Journal publications reflect the prevailing views, opinions, values and interests of a discipline, thereby 
effectively defining the discipline. This initial study has investigated three flagship journals across 
three continents and described and charted three dimensions of IS research, namely research domain, 
research setting and research methodology or paradigm.  While the IS discipline has a history of 
monitoring research methodology, research domain and research setting can provide a means of 
examining the deeper structural trends within the discipline. This content analysis study shows that the 
discipline, as represented through the flagship journals examined, still has a way to go before it can 
claim research pluralism.  While there does appear to be a trend toward publishing more research in 
the social domain, instrumental studies still dominate as do positivist studies. An examination of 
research setting reveals a low level of research set in SMEs.  The research also shows some tendency 
towards a convergence in the two Northern Hemisphere journals. Whether this convergence reflects a 
maturation of the discipline and the development of a coherent identity, or a break on research 
pluralism and a following of emerging trends in the face of rapid technological change, or simply a 
globalisation of academic scholarship will remain a moot point. Broadening the content analysis to 
other journals may also clarify the trends.  
This paper forms part of a program to identify whether the increasing pressure to publish and its 
quantification has a real effect on what IS researches and how.  Will such pressures lead to a form of 
stagnation and reduced research pluralism?  The research challenge was to develop reasonably robust 
indicators of research domain, paradigm and setting and to that end the research was successful.  Also 
the findings, although limited to three journals, are consistent with a move towards research 
conservatism. This needs to be further examined.    
We suggest that there are two areas requiring further study:  (1) Investigating IS researcher accounts of 
their choice of domains, settings and paradigms and whether these choices are framed by 
considerations of how and where to get published.  This can be conceived as an investigation of the 
supply side of publication. (2) Broadening the scope of this paper and investigating the plurality of the 
IS journals themselves.  Is there a plurality of publication in terms of prestige or other measures of 
„quality‟ or „impact‟.   Our next study will look at the claims IS journals themselves make of what they 
publish, prior to the much larger work of what they actually publish.  
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